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We are proposing the enhancement of the current Tree City USA program to include a special
recognition program for high-achieving communities. These “Golden Oak” tree cities will be
recognized each year based on a variety of metrics detailed in a new and more comprehensive
program application.
Recommendations:
● Updated application to include more information about both quantitative and qualitative
insights
● Special recognition program awarding “Golden Oak” status to communities in village,
town, city, and metropolis categories based on either percentile or benchmarking system
● A cumulative “Golden Oak” award given to the State that achieves the highest percentage
of “Golden Oak” tree cities
● Expanded tree education through The Helicopter Project in partnership with Tree Campus
Higher Education
The Tree City USA and Tree Campus Higher Education programs established by the Arbor Day
Foundation have had a huge impact in the planting and maintenance of and education about trees
around the world. But with such an important mission, we wanted to develop a solution that
would excite and motivate cities to do even more. The current Tree City application gathers all
the necessary information to certify that applicants are meeting the requirements for each
standard, but we believe expanding the application to include more information about yearly
expenditures and accomplishments of specified goals could provide valuable insights to Arbor
Day Foundation, as well as serve as a collaborative tool and motivator between communities. An
updated application would identify the most efficient and successful Tree Cities for the year, and
the information provided by these cities could be used to help communities who are wanting to
know how they can do more.
It will take a concerted effort to implement the additions we are proposing to both the Tree City
USA and Tree Campus Higher Education programs. We believe it makes the most sense to
continue to have applicants use the current application for 2021. The Arbor Day Foundation
could use the rest of this year to fine-tune the exact insights they wish to receive from an updated
application. When applicants submit their 2021 application, an immediate notification could be
sent saying their application has been received, outline the new opportunities available to tree
cities and campuses in 2022, and indicate a new application will be used in the coming year. The
communities can then plan out their year for these new opportunities and there will be no
surprises when it comes time to submit their application in 2022.
Opening the invitation for special recognition of high-achieving tree cities determined by a more
comprehensive application, as well as an expanded educational component for tree campuses
could bring a new life to these well-respected programs and result in even more planting,
nurturing, and celebration of trees.
Introduction
The Arbor Day Foundation’s mission is to “inspire people to plant, nurture, and celebrate trees”
– fitting for the largest 501(c)3 nonprofit membership organization dedicated to planting trees.
Their flagship recognition program, Tree City USA, has garnered the support of over 3,400
communities since 1976, impacting nearly 135 million people who live in or near a Tree City. In
2008, the founding of Tree Campus Higher Education expanded the initiative beyond cities to
include accredited universities and colleges. As of 2019, there are over 400 campuses in this
network. Over the years, both of these programs have helped to plant more than 350 million trees
around the world.
These are amazing successes, but looking to the future we believe there is still room for growth
within these programs. Specifically, we believe a revitalization of Tree City USA to include a
special recognition program for high-achieving cities, along with a more comprehensive and
collaborative database could inspire more people to plant, nurture, and celebrate more trees. We
want Tree Cities, both current and future, to be motivated to go above and beyond the
requirements of the current program standards. Arbor Day’s vision is to “lead toward a world
where trees are used to solve issues critical to survival by relentlessly delivering value.” We
believe these solutions can continue to help this vision come to life around the world.
Growth Possibilities
Tree City USA and Tree Campus Higher Education have provided communities recognition for
their efforts in implementing tree-based initiatives spanning the last several years. While these
programs have been great in furthering The Arbor Day Foundation’s mission of inspiring people
to plant, nurture, and celebrate trees, there is always more that can be done to further the impact
achieved. For each of the respective programs, cities and campuses are required to submit a
yearly application detailing their efforts in order to earn the delineation of being a Tree City or
Tree Campus. The criteria for earning the status does not change year over year which does not
inherently influence cities or campuses to consistently improve their overall tree impact. It seems
that every city or campus that wants to become a part of the respective programs has, or can with
a bit of effort, which doesn’t entirely contribute to a sense of progressive self-improvement. We
see an opportunity for The Arbor Day Foundation to further encourage cities and campuses to
consistently increase the impact they are making. The question simply becomes, how?
Solutions
Special Recognition Program
Launched in 1976 and now encompassing more than 3,400 communities, the Tree City USA
program has displayed great longevity and impact. But longevity can sometimes lead to staleness
and stagnation. To avoid such a fate, the program needs new life. Not a total rebrand, but
something that will spur greater participation, impact, and excitement for the program. In its
current form, the program's standards are relatively easy to meet. It is not difficult to become a
Tree City, which in many ways is a good thing. The Arbor Day Foundation strives for inclusion,
and by adopting relatively straightforward standards, any city in the country can become a Tree
City with a little work. But, without sacrificing inclusion, the program needs something that will
drive cities to go above and beyond: not only meet the standards, but to exceed them. The cities
who go far beyond just meeting the standards should be recognized for their commitment to
furthering the Arbor Day Foundation’s mission. We envision an extension of the current program
that accounts for and recognizes cities who go to great lengths to plant, maintain, and educate
their citizens about trees. This new and exciting extension to the Tree City USA Program will
inspire cities to do more to promote trees than ever before, without leaving cities with fewer
resources in the dust.
To accomplish this goal, we envision an adaption of the current growth awards program.
Whether that program is completely abolished is up to the Arbor Day Foundation, but our update
to Tree City USA will certainly borrow aspects of the growth award system. Using the Arbor
Day Foundation’s own growth award activities list as a guide, we have created a system that
awards points to cities based upon whether or not they have completed a number of tree-related
activities and tasks (See Exhibit 5). Essentially, it is an unequally-weighted checklist. In other
words, certain tasks and activities are worth more than others. Questions regarding the
completion of these activities will henceforth be included in the application. Note that the list of
activities on the application is not taken verbatim from the list of growth award activities. Only
the most important ones that signal a city’s elevated commitment to the Arbor Day Foundation’s
mission are included in the scoring criteria. Obviously, the Arbor Day Foundation will have
control over the final points checklist, and is free to alter the tasks and/or weighting as they see
fit. Each city’s point total will be tallied, and then combined with additional elements (to be
discussed later) to create a composite score for the city. This score should serve as a rough proxy
for performance as a tree city.
The composite scores for each city will then be used to award high-achieving cities with Golden
Oak Tree City USA status for the year. The point system will likely be inherently biased towards
large cities, so all Tree Cities USA will be placed into one of four tranches, based on size:
village, town, city, and metropolis. As for determining which cities are awarded with Golden
Oak status each year, we present two possible ways of going about it. The first is a percentile
system. Within each size-based tranche, cities whose composite scores are above a certain
percentile, say the 90th or 95th, will be awarded with the Golden Oak Tree City USA
recognition. This system incentivizes cities to go above and beyond in working towards the
Foundation’s mission, as every last point will be crucial. The second option is a benchmarking
system. In this system, each and every city who reaches a specified number of points will be
awarded with the Golden Oak Tree City USA recognition. This system gives cities a concrete
points goal to shoot for, allowing them to focus on the areas they most need to. While the
percentile system may seem contrary to the Arbor Day Foundation’s goals of equity and
inclusion, it is important to note that points for collaboration with other Tree Cities USA will be
factored heavily into the final tally. This allows the system to incentivize competition, while also
rewarding cities that bring other cities with them as they strive for excellence. With the
performance data collected for the Golden Oak recognition program, the Arbor Day Foundation
will also have the ability to internally rank the tree cities. This opens up the possibility for a Tree
City USA mentorship program in which high-achieving cities are paired up with low-achieving
cities of similar size to share knowledge and resources. Participation in such a program could be
awarded with points toward the Golden Oak program. If the Arbor Day Foundation would prefer
to shy away from direct competition altogether, the benchmark system still serves as an excellent
extension to the current program. The benchmark system would incentivize cities with limited
resources to use them more efficiently, as they would still have a chance to earn recognition.
Under the percentile system, these cities may not put forth any extra effort, feeling that
recognition is unattainable.
A well-supported and fully-realized implementation of this newly created recognition will have
the benefit of encouraging cities to do more than just meet the standards, make trees and their
positive externalities a larger part of the public discourse, provide greater brand recognition to
the Arbor Day Foundation (allowing them to increase their impact), and encourage cities who are
not Tree Cities USA to apply. To be fully realized, a number of things must happen. First, the
recognition provided to Golden Oak cities must be real and meaningful. The award must come
with a cachet that makes it valuable enough to incentivize cities to work towards winning it.
Each year’s announcement of the winners must be widely publicized and reported on. This will
likely require marketing expenditures on the part of the Arbor Day Foundation, but the increased
impact and brand recognition will be worth it. After all, much of the Arbor Day Foundation’s
revenue comes from donations. The more people that are familiar with Arbor Day Foundation
and its mission, the more possible donors the Arbor Day Foundation has to draw from. Second,
cities who are given the recognition need to advertise their own success, and leverage their
recognition to increase their standing in the national landscape. If the Arbor Day Foundation, as
well as the winning cities, make the recognition seem like a big deal, then other cities will be
incentivized to strive for the recognition. While not the perfect analogy, think of the U.S. News
and World Report’s annual list of the best colleges and universities in the country. That
recognition is meaningful to colleges and universities, just as we envision this recognition being
meaningful to cities across the nation.
Furthermore, to get the most out of the program, cities who are not awarded the recognition need
to feel like it is attainable. The competition should be friendly, not hostile, with cities sharing
ideas and solutions to help better each other. The implementation of something similar to the
previously discussed Tree City USA mentorship program should be included in the launch of the
Golden Oak program. At the end of the day, the goal is that cities are collectively pulling towards
a greener, more sustainable future.
In addition to the new special recognition program, an increased focus on education is needed.
After all, the Arbor Day Foundation’s mission is to “inspire people to plant, nurture, and
celebrate trees”. The best way to inspire is to educate people on just how big of a positive impact
trees can have, in addition to educating them on how they can plant and care for trees. Cities
should be required or incentivized to better educate their citizens on the topic of trees. Therefore,
we also recommend a fifth standard, focused on education. This standard would be similar to the
third standard, which requires that cities spend a certain amount each year, per capita, on their
community forestry program. The education standard would require additional, separate,
expenditures on educational initiatives. This standard would help increase the impact of the
program within cities, and hopefully inspire a citizenry of tree-supporting individuals who share
the values of the Arbor Day Foundation. The education portion of the new checklist used to
assign cities with composite performance scores also focuses heavily on educating the youth. By
promoting the benefits of trees to young kids and showing them how to plant and care for them,
cities can inspire entire generations of tree-promoting individuals who see trees as a central tenet
of a city’s policy, identity, and future.
The third and fifth standards are the additional elements, mentioned previously, that would factor
into a city’s composite score. In addition to the points accumulated elsewhere, a city’s
expenditures per capita on each of these standards will be combined in a formula to produce a
composite score.
Benefits
The goal of the Golden Oak Tree City USA system is not to encourage an unhealthy rivalry
between cities, but rather to reward cities for their investments, give those who are interested in
that investment the resources to improve their urban forest, and to create a goal for cities to strive
to achieve instead of growing stagnant as a Tree City USA. The benefits of our proposal
primarily focus on helping cities that want to grow, but we also have a couple awards for cities
that do not necessarily achieve our benchmark but are serving diverse communities or innovating
in their urban forest care or education.
Depending on what point system the Arbor Day Foundation decides to use, as many as 300 cities
or as few as hit the desired point threshold would be considered “Golden Oak” Tree Cities each
year. These cities would have access to a set of exclusive benefits that come with the Golden Oak
status, including networking opportunities with other Golden Oak cities, a grant for investment
in their urban canopy, the opportunity to work with a tree consultant from the Arbor Day
Foundation to build out a personalized canopy plan, specialized marketing materials related to
their Golden Oak status, and the opportunity to qualify for a couple specific Golden Oak awards.
A few of these further awards would be for particularly innovative efforts to reach out to the
community, grow their urban forest, or help other communities in their region. One city would
receive an award as the “Outstanding Tree City of the Year”, and would have the opportunity to
hold an Arbor Day celebration supported by the Arbor Day Foundation, including a possible
celebrity appearance, parade, or tree planting weekend ‘bonanza’ (receiving this award would
remove that city from contention for a few years for equity’s sake). Additionally, a few other
awards outside of the Golden Oak program would be awarded, including “most improved”, best
investment in an underserved community’s canopy, and an award for the most innovative
community outreach project (as selected by the Tree City administrators). While we want to
reward those cities who are putting the most effort into improving their urban forest and the
community’s awareness of their role, we don’t want to get in a cycle of only awarding cities with
the resources or ability to improve their program without recognizing different and growing
cities.
The Arbor Day Foundation’s corporate sponsors are looking for shovel-ready trees and
tree-planting opportunities in local communities that will allow for an impactful volunteer
experience, a positive benefit for their community, and a good public relations advertisement. A
Golden Oak Tree City USA would check these boxes; these are the premier cities in the program.
Golden Oak cities would provide corporate sponsors with ready partners to improve
communities and involve employees in building out an urban forest. The corporate sponsor could
either donate money for trees or volunteer labor to plant a certain amount of trees. Either way, it
would be, for example: “Pepsi, the official corporate partner of Golden Oak Tree Cities USA, has
donated $100,000 to cities most invested in improving and growing their urban forest.”
Acquiring these corporate partners may be somewhat difficult; to start with this program, Arbor
Day might consider asking a current sponsor if they would be willing to provide either tree
grants or volunteers and tree funds for a few Golden Oak cities and then grow the program from
there. The end goal is to reward hard-working cities with a company in their (regional) area who
would be willing to help them improve their cities, a benefit for both the municipality and the
company’s marketing department.
The Arbor Day Foundation has a massive amount of expertise and knowledge about trees in their
office, but most of the recommendations given to cities are one-size-fits-all programs that don’t
meet the needs or match the resources of the tree cities. To help apply that knowledge, Golden
Oak Cities would receive a free “counseling session” with an urban forest canopy expert who
could look over or help them develop a strategic plan for their urban forest and could answer
questions department members might have about their city tree care. There is no such perk for
Tree City USAs across the country, so they are forced to rely on standard advice or outside
research. The Arbor Day Foundation has the resources to make cities more efficient and to
improve their forests; they just need to find a mechanism to dole it out. A reward that connects
cities most interested in canopy improvement with a consultant who can help them would be an
immense benefit and a great use of the Arbor Day Foundation’s institutional knowledge being
applied in a very practical manner. This would be very cost and time intensive; the most effective
way to do this would be to give specific award winners (such as the awards noted above) access
to the consultant and then draw randomly to allow five or ten of the Golden Oak cities to be able
to work with a consultant. The Arbor Day Foundation could use an internal expert to fulfill this
role or hire someone outside of the Arbor Day Foundation to work with cities in developing a
customized plan for their city going forward. This would give forestry directors a sense of vision
and an official document to give to lawmakers to ask for funding or to better explain their role.
Furthermore, the implementation of the previously mentioned Tree City USA mentorship
program would allow the knowledge gained by high-achieving cities to trickle down and make a
positive impact on all the cities in the program.
Marketing the Golden Oak status would initially look like today’s Tree City USA
advertisements, with a press release, some marketing materials, and an ability for forestry
departments to have bragging rights and a talking point for their local lawmakers. Over time, the
Arbor Day Foundation would want to develop the Golden Oak program into a unique and
prestigious opportunity for cities who will put in the work to grow. Such marketing will require
simple, clean designs that reflect the serious professional nature of the reward without
demeaning the vast majority of Tree Cities that did not achieve the reward. The goal of the
program is to give special recognition to cities that go above and beyond, without making the
other cities feel “less than.” Perhaps a particular photo, logo, or design could be used to brand the
“elite” level program to help connect it’s opportunity for cities with their perception of the
program.
Golden Oak cities could be awarded particular awards for their growth or innovation in a year.
Only Golden Oak cities would be eligible for this recognition and these resources. For instance, a
city that has innovated a new educational program to engage their community in caring for their
urban forest could receive the “Baobab Tree Award for Excellence in Community Education and
Engagement”. The reward would be an Arbor Day celebration in that city, which, depending on
the city’s size and interest, could be sponsored by a local business or a national corporate sponsor
and would provide the community with an opportunity to celebrate their urban forest. The
celebration could possibly include a celebrity, a parade, or a tree planting weekend ‘bonanza’
(receiving this award would remove that city from contention for a few years for equity’s sake).
This would bring a significant amount of press attention in that market to both the community’s
forest and to the Arbor Day Foundation. It would bring immense recognition internally for the
care-takers of the city’s urban forest and provide a fun and festive atmosphere for a community
to celebrate Arbor Day.
Finally, a few cities would be selected outside the Golden Oak group for awards due to
innovations or improvements in particular metrics. For instance, the city with the most
innovative outreach program or the city that planted the most trees would be eligible for
recognition, a grant like one of those detailed above for Golden Oak cities. To improve the equity
of the program, a lottery drawing could be held for a few cities to receive a personalized plan
from the Arbor Day Foundation’s tree experts to create further interest in the Golden Oak
program and to show cities what can be possible if they work towards Golden Oak status. The
cities could be randomly drawn from a stratified sample, so that a mix of big and small cities are
randomly chosen, or the Arbor Day Foundation could focus these few ‘random’ drawings on the
lower quartile of Tree Cities. Randomly selecting non-Golden Oak qualified cities each year for
grants or consultation with an arborist would more equitably distribute the Arbor Day
Foundation’s resources and might help cities who are struggling, showing them their potential
and spreading the word about the Golden Oak program. This program could be larger in the first
few years to give cities a taste of the program before being scaled back as more cities achieve the
threshold.
The end goal of the Golden Oak program is to give cities something to strive for and to reward
those communities that already invest in both creating, caring for, and educating the public about
their urban forests. We want to add value to those cities who are striving to invest in their
canopies and to give an incentive for cities who have stagnated slightly to push forward for a
reward. The program has no downsides for those who desire to stay in their current role; the
Golden Oak system is all carrot and no stick to incentivize increased investment.
State Recognition Program
While recognizing individual Tree Cities for their efforts to go above and beyond with the status
of Golden Oak will motivate cities on their own to do more, we propose an additional annual
form of recognition on the state level. This recognition will promote the pursuit of achieving
Golden Oak status along with collaboration between the Tree Cities within a state with an
ultimate goal of creating the biggest statewide impact possible. Taking all of the same metrics
from the individual recognition program, the state recognition will aggregate the scores of each
Tree City and create a collective statewide score. This score will then be measured against every
other state, resulting in one state earning the title of Golden Oak Tree State each year.
We see this opportunity for the Arbor Day Foundation as a means to achieve an even bigger
impact through the Tree City USA program and Tree Campuses. Currently, cities are only
generally concerned with their own application and what they are doing individually to make an
impact with trees. We believe this initiative will motivate cities to think about how they can
make a state-wide impact collectively with other cities to pursue even bigger projects and
initiatives.
To motivate states to collaborate towards creating as big of an impact through trees as they can
and earning the award, the annual winner of this title will earn the opportunity to have the Arbor
Day Foundation host an event in their state to celebrate their accomplishments along with
promoting the underlying mission of the foundation. This event would be an easy pitch for
corporate sponsors to support as their businesses would have a direct tie to the event given they
are located in the state earning the award while simultaneously giving them the opportunity to
get involved in sustainable community efforts. Extensive marketing, press releases, and content
related to this event will be released, creating a sense of excitement around the idea of becoming
the Golden Oak Tree State.
Given the marketing coverage that the winning state will receive through coverage of the event,
we see this recognition award as a driving catalyst towards revitalizing each of the respective
programs and creating an even greater impact through the Tree City USA program in the long
run.
Data and Database Solutions
We envision a complete update to the application process to aid a revision to the database
system. With the Arbor Day Foundation’s current application database system license expiring,
this is the perfect time to create a new database to leverage this new  infusion of data. Our
recommendation for database, Access, immediately implementable. This database should be able
to meet the growing needs of both the Arbor Day Foundation and the tree cities and campuses
that it works with. The new application that is showcased in the appendix will enable tree city
and campus applicants to provide both the qualitative metrics previously discussed in addition to
quantitative metrics that will be calculated from the information provided in the application. We
would recommend Microsoft Access as the database to implement with the new application.
The quantitative metrics that are included are based on the output of the city’s planting and
maintenance program as well as the expenses from said program (Refer to Exhibit 4). These are
broken out in the current and prior year expense pages based on the standard three worksheet and
an additional breakout for education and administration expenses. We thought a few additional
segmentations of the expenses would provide more valuable metrics for benchmarking.
One of the key ways that the Arbor Day Foundation can leverage the new application and
database is to provide benchmarking both internally and externally. There are many potential
benefits to benchmarking and establishing expectations in terms of both exploration and
prediction. For instance, this would allow creating averages for expenses through various
dimensions such as region, state or category of city. This will allow the Arbor Day Foundation to
evaluate the city's performance and where they stand in terms of expenditures and other metrics
against the regional averages. In the end, this will allow insight into the strengths and
weaknesses of each city and hopefully where they can improve. The mission is to plant more
trees, and more effective usages of budgets can only help that goal. With this data, Arbor Day
will be positioned to help them do the best they can.
Additionally, these qualitative benchmarks can also be used in a value proposition for new cities
entering the program. Some cities that have new or inexperienced tree champions may not be
sure what reasonable expenditures should look like for their region. Using a database, a model
can be created to estimate costs based on population, location and other attributes to estimate
costs. This will allow the exploration of data, metrics, score and expense by city and by year.
Queries allow the user to create any combination of the data to evaluate potential relationships
and can create the previously mentioned averages and expectations with ease. In addition, reports
can be created in Microsoft Access that any user can run and find information that they are
looking for.
Correct implementation of the application and database should allow cities to become more
efficient in their expenditures and help the mission of planting more trees, for less. Microsoft
Access was designed to integrate with Microsoft Excel and other Microsoft applications. Due to
the relatively low volume of applications and data, Access should be able to handle the
application management. Costs and implementation expectations will be discussed in the
timeline and implementation portion of this report.
Expanding Tree Education
As previously mentioned during the description of our special recognition program, we believe
that an area where the Tree City USA and Tree Campus programs could be expanded is the
education behind why trees are so important. An educational program with resources provided
by the Arbor Day Foundation and primarily operated by Tree Campus Higher Education students
could be an excellent way to spread the conversation about the Arbor Day Foundation and its
programs, create a better understanding of tree benefits, and build communities around the
celebration of and education about trees. This program would create a relationship between Tree
Campus Higher Education Campus Tree Advisory Committees and elementary schools local to
the two or four-year accredited college or university. In an ideal world, this program would be
included as an additional standard for higher education institutions hoping to gain Tree Campus
Higher Education Status. However, this program could also simply be included as a
resources-provided option for the service learning project requirement currently in place.
The program could be referred to as ‘The Helicopter Project’, referring to the seeds falling off of
a mature maple tree to create more saplings. The Helicopter Project would require that the higher
education students visit a local elementary school for four hours total each calendar year. In these
four hours, the older students will teach a tree-based curriculum created by the Arbor Day
Foundation to the younger students. Having four hours total required would allow the higher
education institutions flexibility with the implementation of these programs. These lessons could
be taught in one day, two afternoons, one hour every week for four weeks, or a mix of all of
these options.
The Helicopter Project would require that the higher education institutions pair with a different
elementary school each year. This allows the word of tree education to be spread further, and
enables a range of elementary schools to be able to experience the programs. Higher education
institutions could prove that they were active in The Helicopter Project by submitting a list of the
Arbor Day Foundation lesson plans that they used in their education efforts as well as a summary
paragraph about their experience while teaching the plans. The action of submitting the utilized
plans would not only serve the purpose of providing proof that they did it to meet the standards,
but would also give the Arbor Day Foundation some feedback about which lesson plans are the
most engaging for students and which ones might need to be adjusted.
Some benefits of this program would include first the education this brings to the college or
university students involved. Because people tend to have a better understanding of subject
matter better when they teach it, these older students would be more likely to retain some of the
information and therefore would hopefully feel more connected to the mission of the Arbor Day
Foundation. The Helicopter Project also encourages the introduction of tree education to children
at a young age so that it can be something that they are aware of later on in life. The existence of
the program itself will also give a space for more conversations about the Arbor Day Foundation
to be had. Even if a higher education institution were to reach out to an elementary school about
participating in the program and the elementary school said no, it would still bring awareness to
that elementary school about the Arbor Day Foundation and the Tree Campus programs.
Additionally, because this program is spread to different schools year by year, there would likely
be an increased chance of an elementary school that had interacted with college or university
students within this program to strive for Tree Campus K-12 status as they have become more
aware of and are more comfortable with the Arbor Day Foundation. Having the hands on
experience of getting to know each other and being taught or teaching about the benefits of trees
in a fun way to make older and younger students alike feel connected with the mission of the
Arbor Day Foundation.
The good news is that if the Arbor Day Foundation chose to implement this standard, some
educational resources related to trees have already been created, such as the Teacher’s Activities
for the Classroom and Carly’s Kids Corner! The heaviest lifting from the Arbor Day Foundation
would likely involve taking the resources that the Arbor Day Foundation currently has for this
and refining and compiling these in a way that would make sense for the program. It would also
be beneficial to have some training resources available for the Tree Campus High Education
volunteers before they enter a classroom. We would suggest having these resources available in a
centralized repository such as Google Drive for easy access to those participating in this
program. There are a few potential options to make this centralization of resources happen. The
first solution would be to have a current employee of the Arbor Day Foundation dedicate the
time to develop these resources. Costs of this in terms of hours invested into this project would
be based upon who the Arbor Day Foundation decides is the best fit for this project. A temporary
instructional coordinator could also be hired externally for a month to develop these resources.
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, this external assistance would cost about
$6,158.00 once they are hired. Benefits of this include the educational expertise that they would
bring to the program, but a large drawback would be cost and the need to educate them about
trees and the Arbor Day Foundation.
Another avenue for the compilation of resources could be reaching out to the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln’s honors program to see if there are any junior or senior students from the
College of Education and Human Sciences that would like to work with the Arbor Day
Foundation for their senior project, or honors capstone. As two of the senior project options
include completing an “Applying Knowledge Project” or “Community-Based Project”, the
compilation and further development of resources could be an excellent fit for an honors student
looking to go into education post-graduation.
One factor to consider while developing this curriculum is finding ways to relate them to the
current state standards. A good starting point for this would be reviewing the common core
standards for Math and English Language Arts/Literacy at corestandards.org. According to
corestandards.org, 41 states, the District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department of
Defense Education Activity have adopted the Common Core State Standards. If you would
like to start the program on a smaller scale in Nebraska, you could start by reviewing
Nebraska’s state standards, accessible at education.ne.gov/contentareastandards.
The Helicopter Project would be an excellent way to spread the word about the Arbor Day
Foundation and its programs, create a better understanding of tree benefits, and build
communities around the celebration of and education about trees. Once established, we would
suggest yearly updates of the program materials, conducted by the staff of the Arbor Day
Foundation and based on feedback from the program participants. Having these yearly updates
will allow the resources to gradually be improved and updated, making the upkeep of this
program as attainable as possible for the staff of the Arbor Day Foundation.
Timeline and Implementation
Implementing special recognition programs to Tree City USA, revamping the application
process, implementing a new database solution, and initiating ‘The Helicopter Project’ will take
a concerted effort to accomplish. These efforts will take time to plan and roll out effectively,
requiring much work to be done on the front end before introducing the ideas to current and
prospective participants of Tree City and Tree Campus.
The first component of these recommendations is the new database and application template. The
deployment of a new database system will take priority in installing and can be expected to take
anywhere from 2-6 months to fully implement. This time will include deciding a direction to go
in terms of how to develop the database. Whether that be hiring a temporary worker to come in
and develop the system or to buy an off-the-shelf system will take time to consider. If a
temporary worker is hired it could take anywhere from 2-6 months to fully develop and get
operational while an existing employee may be able to do it in 1 to 5 months. Along with the
database solution will be the development and deployment of the integration of the application to
the database itself. Optimizing this and testing it to ensure quality can be expected to take up to a
month on its own if hiring a temporary worker. All together this process can be expected to take
up to a maximum of 9 months given a temporary worker and a minimum of 2 months if a current
employee .
We recommended that the Arbor Day Foundation use Microsoft Access. It will interface with the
Microsoft Excel based application and has an easily accessible interface. Limited programming
knowledge will be needed to use and maintain the database and to generate new queries and
reports. There are a plethora of videos on using Microsoft Access so after setting it up, an Arbor
Day Foundation employee could be trained to use the new system.  Microsoft Access is currently
included in the Microsoft 365 business standard, premium, and E3 and E5 bundles. The Arbor
Day Foundation may already have access to Access. If the Arbor Day Foundation currently only
has Microsoft 365 Business Basic, it is an increase of $7.50 per user to upgrade to Business
Standard, which includes Access. Another option is a license purchase for one computer, this
would cost $139.99 but would also include 1 Tb of cloud storage. To build out the database, we
can plan for the database administrator to take the maximum time of nine months, which would
cost approximately $37,170. If they were to complete the job in six months, it would cost
approximately $24,780 to temporarily hire the database administrator to set up the new system.
However, after consulting with a professor at UNL that specializes in database administration,
we believe a student worker would be capable of implementing the new database. This should be
significantly cheaper than a full time database administrator. At $20 an hour, it would be $6,266
on the low end and $18,798 on the high end of our 2-6 month estimate.
Planning the recognition programs themselves will require their own time including the
development of marketing communication to explain to current and prospective Tree Cities
about the concept of the recognition programs and educating them about the new requirements
on applications. We expect this to take the form of a few different mediums including email
marketing campaigns sent out to current participants educating them on the new tiers of
recognition, a comprehensive series of videos and marketing content to put onto the website and
social media over the span of 6 months prior to launch, building up the excitement to encourage
participation upon launch, and updating sections of the website.
Conclusion
As the Arbor Day Foundation works to “inspire people to plant, nurture, and celebrate trees”, we
believe that our recommendations have the ability to further Arbor Day’s mission. Our special
recognition program will further incentivize spending on and the planting of trees. With an
updated application with both quantitative and qualitative insights, the Arbor Day Foundation
will be able to more effectively track and utilize the data collected. Working on expanded tree
education through The Helicopter Project in partnership with Tree Campus Higher Education
and Tree Campus K-12 can also further spread the benefits of trees and build community around
them. Our team believes strongly that if implemented, these additions would make a positive
impact on the Arbor Day Foundation and allow them to take their mission even further.
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Appendix
Exhibit 1: General Information Page Example
Exhibit 2: Current Year Expenses Page Example
Exhibit 3: Expense Summary Example
Exhibit 4: Year-Over-Year Metrics and Associated Points Example
Exhibit 5: Application Questionnaire Checklist Activities and Points Values
The following table contains the activities that will be included in the new application checklist,
along with each activity’s corresponding point value. The points will be tallied and combined
with budget metrics to give cities an overall composite performance score. The scores will be
used internally, particularly to award high-performing cities with the Golden Oak Tree City USA
recognition.
● **Writing in red is not to be included on the application and strictly serves an
explanatory function to the Arbor Day Foundation staff.
Questionnaire Activities and Point Values
Category A: Building the Team
# of Points Activity
10 Does your city have a city forester on staff?
● Professional urban forester with the education (degree in forestry, urban forestry, or closely related
field) and expertise (such as ISA credentials, or state certification) to provide leadership for the
community forestry program.
10 Does your city have a supervising arborist on staff?
● City employs a staff position for an ISA or state-certified arborist or adds this credential to an
existing job description. The position is responsible for overseeing safety and performance
standards for all tree workers in the department.
4 Did your city conduct a safety program for city tree workers during the past year?
● Program must conform to ANSI Z133 Safety Standard (such as the Tree Care Industry Association’s
Tailgate Safety Program).
3 During the past year, has your city supported, sponsored, or sent tree workers,
professional staff, tree board members, or non-profit partner employees to state-, ISA-,
or TCIA-sanctioned educational opportunities, with at least 10 hours of continuing
education credits documented?
10 Does your city’s forestry department have official accreditation from the Society of
Municipal Arborists?
Category A: 37 total possible points
Category B: Measuring Trees and Forests
# of Points Activity
10 Within the past 5 years, has your city conducted an urban tree canopy assessment?
● During the year, the city conducted a high-resolution (1-meter resolution, or better) assessment of
tree canopy across the entire community (public & private lands) using professional imaging
software, LIDAR, multi-spectral and/or other specialized imagery. Includes updates to an earlier
assessment to calculate canopy change.
10 Within the past 5 years, has your city conduced a tree management inventory?
● During the year, the city completed a detailed, spatial (i.e. GPS locations) inventory of street trees
(or managed park trees, or both), including planting spaces, for updating the inventory for planting,
maintenance and removals.
8 Does your city have a computerized system for tracking the municipal tree inventory and
management activities for public trees?
● It must incorporate planting spaces, location data (i.e. GIS), and allow for maintenance updates
following treatments.
10 Within the past 10 years, has your city conducted an ecosystem services assessment?
● During the year, the city (or partner groups) completed a sample-based survey of trees on private
and public property that conforms to i-Tree Eco protocols. Projects include 'intensified' Urban Forest
Inventory & Analysis (UFIA) sampling by state forestry personnel and must include a report on the
structure, function and value of the urban forest.
5 Within the past 5 years, has your city conducted a forest health threat assessment in
preparation for an insect or disease outbreak?
Category B: 43 total possible points
Category C: Planning the Work
# of Points Activity
10 Does your city have a periodically updated written tree risk management policy for
inspecting and mitigating tree problems, including a timetable for mitigating potential
hazards?
8 Does your city have a private tree protection ordinance?
● The city adopted a new ordinance section within the city development code that details
requirements for tree protection, mitigation, and non-compliance penalties for trees on private
property during the land development process. Includes standards for tree protection,
trenching/boring in critical root zones (CRZs), pre-construction mulching, root or limb pruning, and
watering.
8 Does your city have a city-wide canopy goal as official policy?
15 Does your city have a 5 to 10 year tree management plan? In addition, does your city
have an urban forest master plan?
● The city completed a detailed, multi-year (5-10 years) scope of work, with budget targets, for the
planting, care and removal of trees on public property (parks, streets, public buildings, etc.), based
on data from an existing public tree inventory.
● For large cities: A general assessment and policy summary for the community's entire urban forest
has been adopted, with guidance from external partners and from city departments that impact
urban trees. The Master Plan provides consistency between policies and plans of different city
departments, and partner groups.
Category C: 41 total possible points
Category D: Performing the Work
# of Points Activity
4 Does your city have any active Tree Planting Programs? Defined as: Program (with
funding source) established for installing trees on public or private property (such as
'Utility Friendly Trees,' 'Trees For Anytown,' 'NeighborWoods,' etc.). Programs should
integrate with the city tree planting plan, but may be organized, funded, and managed
by a community non-profit or utility partner.
5 Does your city have a community tree nursery (established by the city or partner
organization) to supply appropriate trees for local tree planting programs? Facility is not
required to be within city limits to qualify.
5 During the past year, have city forestry staff performed systemic preventative and
restorative maintenance (as necessary) on 10% or more of public trees?
● Work includes insect and disease control that follows Integrated Pest Management (IPM) principles
but does not include tree risk evaluations or mitigation.
10 During the year, have city staff performed a limited visual survey of public trees in high
priority zones, as mapped in a Tree Risk Management plan? Additionally, have city staff
prioritized and performed, directed, or planned mitigation work for 100% of tree
problems identified?
4 During the past year, were 100% of the leaf and woody debris generated by municipal
tree care activities delivered to recycling or wood processing facilities and not sent to
municipal or regional landfills?
6 Was forest health management performed during the past year?
● During the year, city staff or contractors performed forest stand manipulations (such as thinning,
timber stand improvement, overstory removal, regeneration harvest, wildlife fencing, etc.) on
city-owned natural areas to facilitate natural forest succession processes or to improve forest
health, as prescribed in the city's natural areas plan. Include practices to address forest
insect/disease outbreaks that follow Integrated Pest Management principles (trunk injection,
pheromone inhibitors, buffer cuts, etc.).
Category D: 34 total possible points
Category E: The Community Framework
# of Points Activity
8 Does your city have an active citizen tree board (established by ordinance)? The citizen
tree board should have clear duties to provide input into the city’s tree management
program and to contribute to policy, planning, and celebration efforts.
8 Does your city have a chartered independent non-profit organization dedicated to trees?
In addition, it must deliver programs in the community, including tree planting, tree
care, and education. Efforts may be focused on public or private property.
4 Does your city have any programs (i.e. TreeKeepers, Citizen Foresters, etc.) in place to
deliver training and to utilize citizen volunteers for basic tree planting and care
activities? The program may be managed by either city staff or a non-profit partner
organization (as previously mentioned). Volunteer opportunities must be regular and
ongoing.
4 Does your city publish a yearly public tree care guide for staff and the public on city laws,
policies, and best practices for tree planting and care?
● The guide recommends practices that conform to ANSI Standards for arboricultural practices
(A300), safety (Z133), and nursery stock (Z60.1), as well as applicable ISA BMPs.
10 During the year, did your city or a non-profit partner hold a tree-themed,
community-wide event or festival (such as Arborfest, Dogwood Festival, Oak Festival,
etc.) to build public awareness of trees?
4 During the year, did your city or a non-profit partner deliver one or more ongoing,
interpretive programs for the public focused on trees, woodlands, or forests (such as
tours of outstanding trees, an arboretum, nature center, heritage trees, forest bathing,
etc.)?
4 During the year, did your city or a non-profit partner deliver a series of workshops (four
or more) on various aspects of tree care for homeowners, businesses, members of the
public, commercial arborists, or the green industry?
6 Does your city have an education facility (city or non-profit run) that is open to the
public? An example could be a “nature center.” Educational programming at the facility
must include the ecological features of trees, forests, or woodland ecosystems in that
location.
6 During the year, has your city or a non-profit partner delivered formal youth education
programming about trees and forests (such as 4-H, Project Learning Tree, Tree Campus
K-12, etc.) to help create the next generation of environmental stewards?
8 Does your city have an ordinance that the public education curriculum must include at
least two tree or nature-related field trips over the course of a K-8 education?
4 Does your city require educational programming in schools surrounding Arbor Day each
year?
● For K-12, a week-long celebration including tree-related educational programming each day of the
week.
● Materials will be provided by the Arbor Day Foundation.
Category E: 66 total possible points
Category F: Networking and Collaboration
# of Points Activity
20 Did your city do a tree champion exchange with another Tree City USA?
● Exchange program may be sponsored by either the Society of Municipal Arborists or the Alliance for
Community Trees. Additionally, it could simply involve tree champions from two different Tree Cities
visiting each other’s cities to share knowledge, resources, and experiences. Simply sending a tree
champion to another city or hosting one also counts.
● Note: A “tree champion” could be on the city’s tree board, could be a community forester, could be
a member of the city’s community tree non-profit partner, etc.
15 Did your city participate in the sharing of best practices, tree data, city policy ideas, or
other tree-related knowledge or resources with other Tree Cities?
● Examples: Sharing a tree risk management policy, recommending tree canopy management
software, etc.
● Evidence required.
10 Did your city directly induce another city who has never been a Tree City to apply for the
program for the first time?
30 Mini Tree City USA Conference Host: Did your city host a mini Tree City USA conference
with at least 10 other cities in attendance? Conference programming is designed with
the purpose of networking, sharing experiences, discussing trends in city tree
management, and sharing best practices.
10 Mini Tree City USA Conference Participant: Was your city a participant in an
aforementioned mini Tree City USA conference?
30 Is your city a participant in the Tree City USA Mentorship Program?
● Discussed in report. This program could only be implemented after getting data on the first year of
the point tallying.
Category E: 115 total possible points




% of Total Points
Available
Questionnaire Points Tally Total 336 88%
Category A: Building the Team 37 10%
Category B: Measuring Trees and Forests 43 11%
Category C: Planning the Work 41 11%
Category D: Performing the Work 34 9%
Category E: The Community Framework 66 17%
Category F: Networking and Collaboration 115 30%
Financial Metrics 45 12%
Total Possible Points 381
